Motor responses evoked by magnetic brain stimulation in Huntington's disease.
In 34 patients with manifest Huntington's disease (HD), and in 21 first-degree offspring without clinical signs or symptoms, the sizes, central motor latencies (CMLs) and variation in latencies of EMG responses (MEPs) following transcranial magnetic brain stimulation were studied in muscles of the upper and lower extremities. In subgroups of patients and their offspring median and tibial nerve somatosensory evoked potentials (SEPs) and electrically elicited long-loop reflexes (LLRs) in hand muscles were also investigated. Increased MEP thresholds were observed in 10% of the HD offspring, while CML, latency variability and MEP amplitudes always lay within normal range. In contrast, SEPs were abnormal in 33%. In HD patients MEPs were found to be abnormal in up to 72% of patients when all available response parameters were taken into consideration. MEP abnormalities correlated with the duration of motor symptoms and the severity of choreic motor activity. When both MEPs and SEPs were evaluated, abnormalities could be detected in 91% of all HD patients. We suggest that abnormal MEPs might reflect an altered excitability of the cortico-spinal system as a consequence of basal ganglia dysfunction, rather than a structural damage of the investigated descending pathways. To localize the pathological mechanism responsible for altered LLRs, a "loop analysis" was performed by recording LLRs, MEPs and SEPs in the same patients. Alterations of LLRs correlated best with abnormal SEPs and might therefore be explained by reduced somatosensory input to the motor cortex.